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ABSTRACT
A study of the optimal combination of language

students for participation in an oral group exercise i:sed a
story-creating activity in which each student was required to
memorize a single sentence and, by discussing the sentences with each
cther, arrive at a sensible order for them. Three types of verbal
interaction were recorded: repetition of the memorized sentence by
its "owner," ordering of sentences, and secking and giving
clarification. Four groups of eight students 2ach were studied: one
high-proficiency, one low-proficiency, and two groups with four
high-proficiency and four low-proficiency students. It was found that
repetition was evenly spread within and among groups, that
sentence-ordering was more common in the homogeneous groups, and that
clarification depended cn proficiency in the target language and
relationships within the group. Further research into the kinds of
group composition and activities that contribute most to learning is
recommended, focusing on three arrangements: superior-inferior, in
wihich one learner has all the information; combining, in which each
lzarner has different information; and cooperating, in which each
l:arner has the same information and in which the participants work
together. A final observation is tkat the tmacher has an important
role to play in facilitating learning and providing the most
favogable opportunities for participation in lancuage activities.
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Opporturities for Learning through the
Communicative Approach

PAUL NATION

A danger of the communicative approach, as it is applied to the
learning of spoken language, is that it underplays the contribution
that the teather can make to learning.

This paper looks at the ways various pair and group arrange-
ments provide an opportunity for learning a language. By locking st
research on the strip story in particular, we can examine the teacher’s
role in providing opportunity for participation in language activities.

Conditions for Language Acquisition

Several writers have described the conditions that they consider
to be essential for the acquisition of another 'anguage (Krashen 1981:
Terrell 1982). Briefly, acquisition occurs as a result of understanding
messages which the learners are interested in, and which include
some language which is just beyond their present level of proficiency.
The essential features are that the learners

(1) understand

(2) are interested in understanding

(3) meet some new material which is understandable through
context

(4) are not worried or threatened by the activity

As [ will show, it is not difficult for teachers to arrange various
types of activities where these conditions occur. However, from a
practical point of view, there is one more essential condition if learn-
ing is to occur. That is, there must be sufficient opportunity for par-
ticipation in language activities. I will use research on the strip story
to illustrate this point.

The Strip Story
The strip story is an example of the combining arrangement
(Nation 1977) applied to group work. In the combining arrangement
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Opperamitis for Larning ‘1
infosmation is divided ameng lsarners oo that emb lutsmsr haw 2

" unique contribution to iuake, La the stelp sory, -~ previsnly uasesm

text is cut up 90 that each semtence or part of a suntentd:b o0 &
separate piece of peper. The sirigs of paper see mined - tegither and
are distributed to a group of leasmers ee thet stch learasr has one
strip. The learners memorize their sentonces and then mtwra '«
strips to the teacher. This memoriaation is essuntial 0 thet Weame.
ivity is solely o spoken one. If learners kesp the stripgaf papis; it s
weually imp« isible to stop them showiag their sttips 40 enelvinbhe
and thus eliminating the need t0 contribwie erally. By tilingtheir
sentences t0 each other and discussing them,; the learners try 40t
the sentences in a sensible order. After coliecting the strips 6f gaper
the seacher takes no further part in the activily, except to liston @ the

Let us now apply the conditions for asguisitien e the strip
story. In order to do the strip story it is essential that some of the
learners understand the sentences that must be put in erder. As any-
one who has seen the strip story technique in action knows, there b
usually a great deal of interest in understanding and thus reaching &
solution. This interest arises from the challenge in the activity. The
material itself need not be particularly interesting. The amount of
new material that is met can come from two sources, from the
sentences in the strip story or from the language used t0 earry out the
activity. To ensure this kind of input it would sesm desirable to have
groups of mixed ability. The fourth condition for suguisition is low
anxiety. Because the strip story is a combining activity with each
learner being dependent on the others, there should by less lielihood
of the threat which could be present in a suptrior-inferior arrange-
ment (Nation 1976). We have yet to look at the opportumity for
participation in the strip story. In order to study this, the sentences
spoken during an exercise were classified into thres typw and were
counted for each learner. The first type was repetition of the
memorized sentence by the ‘owner’ of that sentence. The second type
was ordering of the sentences like /' the third, You have the first, If
we can make an order, we have (0 express our sentence end qfter
discussion we put the order, I think we both close together. The third
type involved seeking and giving clarification. This included
sentences like What's your sentence?, v-0-y-a-g-¢?, You mean travel,
Yes travel, by ship, O.K1, Your sentence start with what word?, and
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122 Paul Nation

repetition of someone else’s memorized sentence.

Eight persons were involved in each exercise on the same story,
Four different groups were studied, one high proficiency group, one
low proficiency group. and two groups each with four high profi-
ciency learners and four low proficiency learners.

Repetition

In all groups the repetition of the memorized sentence wag
evenly spread. All the learners in a group repeated their sentences
about the same number of times. The average number of repetitions
depended on the particular ordering strategy used. Some groups
checked several times to see if their order was correct by saying their
sentences one after the other. In the high proficiency group each
sentence was said three or four times. In the low proficiency group
each sentence was repeated about ten times. The two mixed Krcups
averaged five and ten repetitions.

In ihe mixed groups, because overall speaking was generally
domincted by the high proficiency learners, the repetitions made up
40 per cent and 60 per cent of the low proficiency learners’ speaking
and only 20 per cent and 25 per cent of the high proficiency learners’
speaking. In the homogeneous groups, repetitions made up about 30
per ceni of the speaking.

The value of the repetition part of the strip story is that it
makes each verson participate and this participation is equally
spread, no wnatter what kind of group is involved. To increase the
value of this part of the activity it is worth encouraging the strategy
of repeating around the group to check the order.

Ordering

In homogeneous groups the spread of ordering sentences was
more even than in mixed groups. In mixed groups two out cf the
cight speakers did around $0 per cent of the speaking and four
speakers did around 75 per cent of the speaking (sce Table 1).

Producing ordering sentences involves taking a directive role in
the activity. Learners who feel inferior especially in their English
proficiency are not so likely to take part in the ordering parts of the
strip story. All learners however produced at least one ordering
sentence, whereas several iearners in mixed groups produced no
clarification sentences. The difference between these two types of
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sentences coull be that ordering ssmtences direct attention sway
mmmtommwmm
however direct attention towards the person seeking clarification —
a potentially more embarrassing situation. C

The ordering sentences are an essential part of the sitlp %07,
mdofmethmtypuofmthqmm“n“m
inallmpn.mmiufordopum-iono‘dbu-
terances. It is sentences of this type thet present the groatest Opper-
mwrmmmmmm.mhm-a-
mmmfmmﬂyud.ﬂnymbe-dmm
muduttmtioatothespukc(indeed.mnlohhmmdwbe
used a3 comments rather than as commands), and they are an essen-
tial part of the exercise.

If teachers wanted to prepare elementary learners for the strip
mmmroumdmmmmubethemm

Iam first

Mmthnnnnyodnatypeoflpakinuhrh.thawbmu-
adn.ﬂnammntofchﬂﬂaﬁonmdupMmpoﬂdwy
in English and relationships within the group. The group consisting
:olelyohdvuwedlemmﬁsedvuyrewchﬂnaﬂonm.m
Iowpmﬂdalcyuwpusedmymon.imﬂummdmm
inbam.lnmtpwp:.ﬂndlﬂﬂadonwndouﬂmtdbylfew
ormenmnbenom:euwp.lnmmdumitmmllythud-
vanced learners who dominated.

mremmenlpouiblenuomrortluumvenspradof
clarification sentences in mixed groups.

(l)Lowproﬁdalcylrmlenmdunotkmbowtomkor
give clarification. This is unlikely for two reasons. First, there are
ver simple ways of seeking and giving clarification, such as saying
Whar!, Again please, repeating what was just said with question in-
tonution and giving a simple paraphrase of a word. Secondly in the
group consisting solely of low proficiency learners, 17 per cent of the
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124 Paul Nation

sentences used were clarification and they were fairly evenly spread
among all learners in the group.

(2) Another possible reason for an uneven spread of clarifice-
tion sentences is that low proficiency learners want to participate
minimally in the strip story exercise. There is little evidence to sup-
port this as a general rule. Minimzl participation would involve only
repeating the me~orized sentence.. However, with one exception in
each mixed group, each low proficiency learner used as many order-
ing and clarification sentences as repetitions. Moreover, in the group
of only low proficiency learners, repetitions made up only 30 per cent
of the utterances.

(3) Another possible reason is that in mixed groups, low profl-
ciency learners might ieel a need for clarification but are too shy to
ask for it. The evidence supports this reason. In mixed groups low
proficiency learners who made up half of the group produced less
than 25 per cent of the clarification sentences. Some learners did not
produce any. In the group made wholly of low proficiency learners,
every learner produced several clarification sentences.

The Spread of Participation

Table 1 shows if the various types of speaking were dominated
by a small number of people or not. If the speaking is evenly spread,
among the eight members of the group then two people should do
around 25 per cent of the speaking and four people should do
around 50 per cent of the speaking.

Table 1

The Domination of the Types of Speaking by Two and Four People
in the Groaps of Eight People

Mixed 1 Mixed 2 Hign Low

2 4 2 4 2 4 2 4

Repetition 33% |58% | 28%0 | 54%% (30% | S7% [30% {S7%
Ordering 50% [75% | 44% |R1% {40% | 6294|439, |60%
Clanfication 64% | 880 | 50% | 76% | 71%0 [100%0 |37% 6%
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1n mined group 1 for enazaple, two pesple spbke 33 per-omt of
the repetition sentences. These two phs another two 2poke-S8 pat
cent of the repetition sentences. Becavee 33 per cont and 38 per cont:
are not too far from 25 per cont and 30 per cent, this indicates the
Mmﬁummmmw“-ﬂ
the members of the group. ‘The figures shew this for the repatition
sentences for all the groups. it is aleo trus to a lesser degres for some

The low proficiency group wsed more clasificstion sentenses
than the high proficiency group. The less adept learners are at speak-
ing the greater the need for clarification.

The Optimal Group for the Strip Story Exercise : .

It should be clear from the preceding discussion that the op-
timal group for the strip story enercise is a reasonably homogenesus
group of low proficiency learners. There are ssveral reasome for this.
First, the overall spread of participatioa is store Jven in & homo-
geneous group. Second, the types of speaking Yavolved are most
evenly spread among the learners in such a group. Third, theis s les
reason for learners to feel aaxious about speaking whea they wre
among learners of similar proficiency. Fourth, low groficiensy
learners need to speak much more than high proficiency learners in
order to complete the exercise. So, although minad proficlency
.groups might seem intuitively desirable becawse of the pomilaiity of
new input to low proficiency learners, study of the exsrcise in action
gives a different result.

The Superior-Inferior Arrangement

Let us now look briefly at two other types of lsarning arTange-
ment to see how they might previde the conditions for lenguage
acquisition. In the superior-inferior arrangement (Nation 1977, one
person has all the information that the others need. This is a typical
arrangement for teacher-led classes. The arrangement is alo possible
with pairs of learners. The 4/3/2 technique (Maurice 1983) is a good
example of this. In this technique, each leaner in & pair prepares a
talk on a particular topic. Then the learners spend four minutes each
presenting their talks for each other. After that, they change part-
ners. They present the same talk to their new partner, but this time in
Uo:nly three minutes. Then partners are changed again and the same
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126 Pov’ Nation

talks are presented in two minutes, This technique clearly
plenty of opportunity for participation. The repetition of the talk %0
rew partners with the pressure to increase fluency because of the .
decreasing time ensures the interest of the speaker. The interest of
thelistmerwilldependonthetopicandpartlyontheknowledudnt
the listener will soon become the speaker on the same topic.,

In a superior-inferior arrangement interest can also come from
the challenge of the task. In the following technique the
for participa*ion is maximised. L zarners work in pairs. Let us call the
learners in one pais Learner A and Learner B. Let us also imagine
thathnerAhashigherlangmgeprof" than Learner B,
Learner A has the task of writing about Learner B. Learner B can tell
A anything about himself but he is not allowed to write. A canask B
any questions she wishes in order to write the description. In this ex-
ercise the low proficiency learner, B, is superior to A because B has
all the information necessary to complete the task. A however, hag
the job of putting this information into an acceptable written form,

This technique meets all the conditions fur language acquisi-
tion including providing excellent opportunities for i X
Study of the nature of this participation could give useful informa.
tion to teachers.

The Co-operating Arrangenent

In the superior-inferior arrangement one iearner has all the in-
formation. In the combining arrangement each learner has different
information. In the Co-operating arrangement, each Jearner has the
same information and they work together, on the two (or r.10r¢)-
heads-are-better-than-one principle, to compiete a task. Typical
techniques using this arrangement include group composition,
discussion of a reading text, and the use of buzz groups.

Co-operating activities need careful study to see what condi-
tions and types of organization provide the best opportunities for
participaticn. This is a task that teachers can carry out in their own
classrooms. Carefu! observation of learning activities can provide
useful information for the improvement of learning. One of the most
useful effects of co-operating is the reduction of anxiety. I respon-
sibility is shared, it becomes less of a burden. A weakness in such act-
ivities is that the activity is dominated by the learner in the pair or
group.
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The Communicative Approach end the Teacher :

Some advocates of the communicstive approach (Allwright
1979) have plsyed down the role of the teacher in lnngusge learning.
I have tried to show here that even in activities where the teacher’s
participation is minimal, the teacher still has an importesit role to
play in providing the most favourable opportunities for parficipaion
in language activities.

The communicative approach has much 0 resommmend &, It
has directed attention to how languags is weed atid %0 lamginge
featurcs beyond the sentence. It as provided an impetus for e dev-
clopment of an exciting range of teaching techniques for beth oral
and written skills. It also briags with it several denigirs. One that 1
have given attention to here is the down-playing of the role of the
teacher. The teacher has one job, and that is to make learning easler.
Any avoidance of this role 50 that the teacher Ssccmes merely & pro-
_ vider of communicative activitics seems to me 10 be 0.3y wnprofes-

sional. Oviver dangers ‘nclude the equation of commenication with

spoken activity, and thus a lack of emphasis on reading, and the re-

jection of many tried and tested techniques and procedures because

they do not suit the new orthodoxy. If teachers dizect their Mtention

to improving learning rather than following a purticuler approach
most of these dangers will be avoided.
Teble 2

Number of Sentence Types in ¢ Mixed Group Exsrcies
Mixed 2

Learners | Repetition | Ordering | Clarification | Total
1 12 1 i 14

2 11 10 0 21
3 1 7 1 19

“
8

9 6

»n

9 21
10 9
9 k)|
11 kX ]

o~ N
o s
&

82 128




128 Poul Naton

Table 2 (continued)

Reasons for preferring a low proficiency homogeneous group:
1 Even spread of total participaiion for each learner.

2 Even spread of types of speaking.

3 Less anxiety.

4 Need to speak more.

= nlowptoﬂdmcyleuner.luliummodtoshowthexmminmeuom

Me Ikbtievedtlm...Ihegmnudeofmliwdepmdonlbaiﬂmc,'fm
relstions between: them.

Yes, and yours, please.

He enjoyed the long voyages which gave

He enjoyed what? excuse me

the long voyages which gave him the chance to make new friends who helped him
to expand his business

So her sentence and mine and yours.

He doesn't believe? (= asking S to say his sentence)
Hcdoau‘lbdkwinmim business

in separating busines:

Jrom pleasure.

So her sentence goes along with mine and yours as well.

And yours is?

Actllllymymislheﬁmorthehstsm!m.

A good knowledge of English was necessary for a man in his pasition.

This is like ... a conclusion.

A conclusion, yeh. A conclusion.

So we'll take this sentence.

Is my sentenc: before yours?

He practisec tennis and proctised speaking English.

Well why don't we pick out the first and the second ... first and then go down,
Probably hers should be the first one.

How about yours? Yours is also about this man and you hzve the name,

Well I think my sentence should be as close as possible to her sentence,

Oh, t0 her sentence. Maybe your sentence is the first one. 1t tells us how this man
gczs by sea. Yours is the purpos:.
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